Bridging the gap between tertiary education and work: Situated learning in accountancy by Stanley, Trevor
This is the author’s version of a work that was submitted/accepted for pub-
lication in the following source:
Stanley, Trevor A. (2013) Bridging the gap between tertiary education and
work : situated learning in accountancy. Issues in Accounting Education,
28(4), pp. 779-799.
This file was downloaded from: http://eprints.qut.edu.au/64431/
Notice: Changes introduced as a result of publishing processes such as
copy-editing and formatting may not be reflected in this document. For a
definitive version of this work, please refer to the published source:
http://dx.doi.org/10.2308/iace-50527
  
Bridging the Gap between Tertiary Education 
and Work: Situated Learning in Accountancy 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Trevor Stanley 
School of Accountancy 
Queensland University of Technology 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Please address all further enquiries to: 
 
Dr Trevor Stanley 
Queensland University of Technology 
School of Accountancy 
2 George St 
BRISBANE Q 4000 
Australia 
 
Email: t.stanley@qut.edu.au 
 
 
 
I thank Allan Luke and John Lidstone from the Queensland University of Technology 
for their valuable and insightful comments. I also greatly appreciate the comments and 
suggestions by the editor, associate editor, and anonymous reviewers.
  
 
 
 
BRIDGING THE GAP BETWEEN TERTIARY EDUCATION AND WORK: 
SITUATED LEARNING IN ACCOUNTANCY 
 
 
Abstract 
 
 
In professions such as teaching, health sciences (medicine, nursing), and built 
environment, significant work-based learning through practica is an essential element 
before graduation.  However, there is no such requirement in professional accounting 
education.  This paper reports the findings of an exploratory qualitative case study of 
the implementation of a Workplace Learning Experience Program in Accountancy at 
the Queensland University of Technology (QUT) in Australia. The interview-based 
study documents the responses of university students and graduates to this program. The 
study demonstrates that a 100 hour work placement in Accountancy can enhance 
student learning.  It highlights the potential value of the application of sociocultural 
theories of learning, especially the concept of situated learning involving legitimate 
peripheral participation (Lave and Wenger 1991). This research adds to a small body of 
empirical accounting education literature relating to the benefits of work placements 
prior to graduation. The effectiveness of this short, for credit, unpaid program should 
encourage other universities to implement a similar work placement program as a form 
of pre-graduation learning in professional accounting education. 
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Placements, Internships, Situated Learning, Qualitative Research 
 
 
   
1 
INTRODUCTION 
There has been considerable debate about the different roles played by 
universities, practitioners, accounting bodies and other parties in the development of an 
accounting professional (Flood and Wilson 2008; Wilson et. al 2009; Wilson 2011).  
Wilson (2011) outlines the processes involved in this professional accounting education, 
beginning with prior education in secondary schools; to university education and 
graduation; to professional training with practitioners; and upon qualifying, to 
professional practice and continuing professional development
1
. By his account, 
university education is about “learning through knowing” and “preparing to become an 
accountant” whilst professional training is about “learning through doing” and 
“preparing to be an accountant” (Wilson 2011, 5).  The process is a dual qualification 
system where students complete a degree and then a separate assessment to complete 
their training. Wilson (2011, 3) argues that “the critical disadvantage of this system is 
the separation of ‘theory’ from ‘practice’ (or ‘knowing’ from ‘doing’)”, and highlights a 
question which every profession must address: “what is best learned in a university on 
the one hand and in professional practice on the other?” Eraut (1994, 12) is also very 
critical of syllabi in Initial Professional Education (IPE) that frontload theory “thus 
maximizing the separation between theory and practice.”  
 
Since World War II, tertiary study in many western English-speaking countries has 
moved increasingly towards a model based on professional applications in the workplace.  
In professions such as teaching, health sciences (medicine, nursing) and built 
environment, practica covering long periods of work-based learning are vital elements of 
undergraduate education in preparation for full-time employment (Universities Australia 
2008, Wilkerson 2010). A diverse range of work-based models has been devised but 
there is a consensus in these fields on the necessity for work-based learning: a formal 
apprenticeship in an authentic workplace. 
 
Unlike developments in other professions, IPE in Accountancy does not appear to 
adopt this approach. In Australia, work-based learning is not a prescribed condition in a 
three year undergraduate degree (ICAA and CPA Australia 2009). Typical programs in 
the US involve five years of university study, but similarly do not include a requirement 
for work-based learning. Wilkerson (2010) compared American medical and nursing 
                                                          
1
 Flood and Wilson (2008) also use the term “professional accounting education” to include both pre-
qualification education and post-qualification continuing education.  However Coetzee and Schmulian 
(2012, 85) define it as pre-qualification only.  This paper also concentrates on the pre-qualification aspect.  
Using Wilson’s (2011) terms, the focus is on university education prior to professional training, 
emphasising “pre-graduation” and “prior to graduation” work placements as part of an accounting degree.    
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professional education to accounting, arguing programs that rely entirely or primarily on 
traditional classroom experiences are not adequately preparing its students for a career 
as a professional accountant.  He makes the case that “every accounting program’s 
curriculum should provide its students a significant clinical learning experience such as 
a practice internship” (Wilkerson, 11) and argues further that a “clinical experience in 
which accounting educators play no role in its development or oversight (e.g., a typical 
summer practice internship) is likely not a substantive learning experience.” 
 
Various reports question and aim to improve the models adopted for accounting 
education (Accounting Education Change Commission 1990; Albrecht and Sack 2000; 
Hancock et al. 2009; Mathews 1990). However, there appears to be little explicit 
consideration of underlying assumptions about learning. In the field of educational 
psychology, behaviourists (e.g., Skinner 1968) and cognitive theorists (e.g., Gagné 1976) 
propose that learning occurs in context, but then requires the transfer of training to new 
contexts of application.  In contrast, sociocultural psychologists have drawn upon the 
work of Vygotsky (1978, 1981) to demonstrate that learning optimally takes place in situ 
(Rogoff 1990, 1995; Lave and Wenger 1991).  
 
No scholarship to date has critically framed work placements in accounting 
education through the lens of a sociocultural perspective of learning.  There is an overall 
paucity of published empirical work on student learning in accounting work experience 
placements/practica/internships (Beck and Halim 2008; Gracia 2010; Paisey and Paisey 
2010). Indeed, where they are used, there is a lack of an articulated model of how 
learning occurs in accounting.  
 
In view of the above, this research outlines and proposes the theory of situated 
learning for accounting professional education. It reports on an exploratory qualitative 
case study of a third-year unit
2
 of undergraduate study at the Queensland University of 
Technology (QUT)
3
 in Australia which included a major component of workplace 
learning. It uses “situated learning” as described by Lave and Wenger (1991) as the 
basis for explicating and evaluating the program.  The study documents the responses of 
students and graduates to the work placement by answering three research questions: 
What was the nature of their experiences and learning outcomes from a short work-
                                                          
2
 This is in the final year of a three year degree. 
3
 The QUT Business School was the first in Australia to have triple international accreditation: AACSB 
(US based Association to Advance Collegiate Schools of Business), EQUIS (European Quality 
Improvement System) and the Association of MBAs.  The accountancy program meets the accreditation 
guidelines set by the two major professional bodies in Australia – the Institute of Chartered Accountants 
in Australia and CPA Australia (ICAA and CPA Australia 2009). 
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based placement in university accounting study? How effective was the program?  What 
are the possible implications of this exploratory study for further reform of university 
professional accounting education? 
 
In what follows, the paper outlines the current literature on accounting work 
placements and the relevant theories of sociocultural learning, and then describes the 
method of the study and the implementation of the work placement program. In the next 
section, the paper discusses findings of two cohorts’ experiences of the program.   After 
analysis of the findings, the paper concludes with implications for learning theories in 
accounting education and program development, limitations and future research.  
 
WORK EXPERIENCE PLACEMENTS/PRACTICA/INTERNSHIPS IN 
ACCOUNTING EDUCATION
4
 
 
There has been very little research with regard to students and work experience 
placements/practica/internships in accounting education. Beck and Halim (2008, 152-3) 
declared “In the area of accounting education, the great majority of scholarly research 
concentrates on ‘think pieces’ … but little research that evaluates the impact of 
internships on the students.” There have only been five empirical studies, with three of 
these being quite recent.  Beck and Halim (2008) used a questionnaire of 50 Likert-type 
items and found the 250 accounting interns on an eight week internship in Singapore 
reported a number of learning outcomes, the most significant of which were personal 
and interpersonal skills rather than technical skills. Also, the students believed that their 
internship learning would support their future professional development, had prepared 
them for their first job, and helped them to choose their first career.  Gracia (2010) 
concentrated on how students derived employability benefits from supervised work 
experience. The 30 students undertook an optional 48 week program and from the semi-
structured interviews, Gracia found that the students had two broad conceptions of 
workplace learning - the more common “technical” conception developing technical, 
knowledge-based expertise and the “experiential” conception developing the personal 
skills and abilities beyond technical expertise.  Gracia proposed that higher education 
institutions should encourage this experiential, process-based conception.  Paisey and 
Paisey (2010) evaluated the development of skills in a work placement.  Using surveys, 
they compared the views of 165 students in one UK university that had a one year 
placement to 67 students in another UK university that did not.  They found a work 
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 Because professional accounting education is not explicitly stated in the following literature, accounting 
education is used.  However this literature could equally apply to professional accounting education.   
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placement was a useful complement to the degree as it provided a means of developing a 
range of skills.  
 
The final two empirical studies focused on student knowledge. Maletta et al. 
(1999) showed that experienced interns were more able to cope with unstructured tax 
assignments than those who did not undertake an internship whilst Knechel and 
Showball (1987) presented evidence that those students who had intern experience 
performed better in auditing coursework than those who did not.    
 
There have also been a number of issues-based papers on accounting work 
placements in Australia but not dealing directly with students (Martin 1998; Weisz and 
Smith 2005; Abeysekera 2006). In the US, internships and cooperative education have a 
long history.  Beard has written two papers in this area.  Beard (1998) determined the 
status of the internships/cooperative education programs and provided a database of 
administrative and operational aspects of these programs.  In her second paper, Beard 
(2007) examined assessment of internship experiences and linked this to the American 
Institute of Certified Public Accountants (AICPA) Core Competency Framework.      
 
However, the important point about this literature is that it has concentrated on 
skills development, employability benefits, work readiness and the development of 
technical skills/knowledge and not on how learning takes place
5
.   This next section 
outlines the proposed learning theory that could be used in professional accounting 
education. 
 
SOCIOCULTURAL (NEO-VYGOTSKIAN) PERSPECTIVE OF LEARNING 
To date, no researcher or accounting educator has framed work placements in 
accounting education through the lens of a sociocultural learning perspective. The 
Russian psychologist Lev Vygotsky (1896–1934) was instrumental in developing this 
sociocultural perspective.  Of great importance in his theories is the emphasis on the 
cultural and historical contexts of learning, and the role of language and speech.  
 
Psychologist Barbara Rogoff (1990), who has done her work mainly with children, 
places great emphasis on problem solving and the situated nature of human activities.  
The importance Rogoff places on problem solving can be seen in the way she relates it 
intrinsically to cognition and thinking.  She sees thinking as being very active and goal-
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 Beck and Halim (2008) did use Kolb’s (1984) model of experiential learning and emphasised reflective 
learning in the internship. However the emphasis of the paper is on skills development with the reflective 
logs used more as an aid in acquiring these skills (Beck and Halim, 166). 
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directed. “Problem solving emphasizes the active nature of thinking … People explore, 
solve problems, and remember, rather than simply acquire memories, percepts, and 
skills” (Rogoff, 8-9).  
 
The processes that occur in this view of learning are based on the Vygotskian 
concept of the “zone of proximal development” (Vygotsky 1978). The crucial element 
about the zone of proximal development (ZPD) is the setting of suitable problems that 
the child cannot do completely independently and therefore needs assistance.  Rogoff 
uses the term guided participation to describe this and it “involves adults or children 
challenging, constraining, and supporting children in the process of posing and solving 
problems” (Rogoff 1990, 18). 
 
In the solving of problems, children adopt the various culture’s technologies, 
norms, and institutions. To Rogoff, cultural tools are important.  Tools and technology 
are very much tied into culture and she cites examples of inherited tools such as 
language systems, literate practices to record information and transform it through 
written exercises, mathematical systems, and mnemonic devices (Rogoff 1990, 51). “In 
Vygotsky’s view, expertise in the use of cultural tools is central to the role of social 
interaction” (Rogoff 1990, 21).  For Vygotsky, “the specifically human use of tools” 
(Vygotsky 1978, 24) allows the convergence of speech and practical activity, which 
allows social interaction to occur. 
In work that has been widely adopted for adult learners and workplaces, Lave and 
Wenger (1991) looked at five case studies of apprenticeship
6
. Through these case 
studies, they analysed and confirmed their views that it is participation with the world 
that brings about learning and hence the term “situated learning.”  This provides the 
context in which learning takes place and they propose “legitimate peripheral 
participation” (LPP) as the analytic approach to learning. Newcomers learn and 
participate at the periphery and as they become more competent, they are trusted to do 
more important things.   
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 The case studies they chose were Yucatec midwives, Vai and Gola tailors, US naval quartermasters, US 
butchers and Alcoholics Anonymous.  These are a diverse group and are not all typical of what would be 
considered standard apprenticeships. 
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How then does legitimate peripheral participation operate in a community of 
practice
7
?  Lave and Wenger (1991) provide a fundamental explanation about what it 
means for newcomers to be involved in legitimate peripheral participation: 
It crucially involves participation as a way of learning - of both absorbing 
and being absorbed in – the ‘culture of practice’. An extended period of 
legitimate peripherality provides learners with opportunities to make the 
culture of practice theirs. From a broadly peripheral perspective, apprentices 
gradually assemble a general idea of what constitutes the practice of the 
community. This uneven sketch of the enterprise (available if there is 
legitimate access) might include who is involved; what they do; what 
everyday life is like; how masters talk, walk, work, and generally conduct 
their lives; how people who are not part of the community of practice 
interact with it; what other learners are doing; and what learners need to 
learn to become full practitioners. It includes an increasing understanding of 
how, when, and about what old-timers collaborate, collude, and collide, and 
what they enjoy, dislike, respect, and admire. In particular, it offers 
exemplars (which are grounds and motivation for learning activity), 
including masters, finished products, and more advanced apprentices in the 
process of becoming full practitioners. (Lave and Wenger 1991, 95) 
This encompasses all the important elements involved in this approach to learning – the 
newcomer participating in the culture of practice, operating at the periphery and gaining 
an idea of what is involved, looking at the various roles and relationships of the people 
from mentors to peers and what they do, determining what everyday life is like and what 
needs to be learned, and being able to look at exemplars to gain an understanding of 
what is required.  To sum up this approach to learning, they argue that “… rather than 
learning by replicating the performances of others or by acquiring knowledge 
transmitted in instruction, we suggest that learning occurs through centripetal 
participation in the learning curriculum of the ambient community” (Lave and Wenger 
1991, 100). 
 
Their approach to learning is an induction into what they refer to as a “community 
of practice.”  To participate fully, access must be provided to the various members, 
resources, activities and information that form part of the community of practice.  This 
also means access to the community of practice’s artifacts and technologies as this 
provides the cultural and heritage link to the past.  Lave and Wenger (1991, 101) use the 
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 “A community of practice is a set of relations among persons, activity, and world, over time and in 
relation with other tangential and overlapping communities of practice” (Lave and Wenger 1991, 98). For 
a fuller description of the term “community of practice” see Etienne Wenger’s web site (Wenger 2006).  
He describes it as “groups of people who share a concern or a passion for something they do and learn 
how to do it better as they interact regularly” and gives examples as a tribe learning to survive, a band of 
artists seeking new forms of expression, a group of engineers working on similar problems, a clique of 
pupils defining their identity in the school, a network of surgeons exploring novel techniques, a gathering 
of first-time managers helping each other cope. 
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term artifacts to describe “the technology of practice” and these refer to the tools used 
within the community of practice to perform the various required activities.     
 
Lave and Wenger (1991) therefore offer an alternative to the standard approach to 
instruction.  Given this perspective of the social nature of learning, the challenge is to 
determine the most effective way to provide students with the appropriate contexts to 
enable this type of learning to occur.  That is, in the case of accounting professional 
education, how can legitimate peripheral participation in a community of practice be 
implemented by educational institutions? 
METHOD 
 This paper describes a qualitative case study (Denzin and Lincoln 2005; Stake 
2005; Yin 2003a; Yin 2003b) of the Accountancy Workplace Learning Experience 
Program at QUT. This study examines the experiences and perceived outcomes of 
students and graduates. The participants in the study consisted of two groups.  The first 
cohort included all 28 students (hereafter called the Students cohort) who participated in 
the workplace learning experience program in Semester 2 2008.  This group represented 
the views of the participants before they left university and were about to embark on a 
career in accounting.  The second cohort included 15 graduates (hereafter called the 
Graduates cohort) who completed the program as students in 2007 and were 
participating in accounting work.  In 2007, 30 students undertook the program and so 
this Graduate cohort consists of half the total number who did the work placement.  This 
group represented the views of those graduates who had entered the Accountancy 
profession and provided a reflective insight into how useful the work experience 
program had been in the early part of their careers as accounting professionals.  It was 
anticipated that not all of these graduates would be available or be working and so 15 
randomly chosen graduates
8
 was considered a workable size and large enough to collect 
a substantive body of data. The two cohorts were necessary not only to see if there were 
any differences in views between the two groups (validity) but also to provide a means 
of obtaining extra data relating to the worth of the program from the graduate cohort that 
had actually begun working.  
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 To obtain the cohort of 15, the 30 possible graduates were randomly listed.  However, 25 participants 
were contacted and asked to be involved. This was because 10 participants were not interviewed as they 
were working overseas (1), still studying (5), only working part-time (1), only just began full-time work 
(1), could not be contacted (1), or declined to be involved (1).  If a person was deleted, the next person on 
the random list was approached until the full complement of 15 graduates was obtained.   
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 Semi structured interviews were the main form of data collection
9
.  Each student 
was interviewed face-to-face for approximately 40 to 50 minutes with the interviews 
taking place approximately three months after the end of the program. In line with 
Stake’s (2005) instrumental case study and Yin’s (2003a) testing of a well formulated 
theory, questions focused on various sociocultural elements of learning. These issues 
related to the context of their learning, any differences in their learning, tasks performed, 
tool use, relationships, language use and collaboration.  These are integral to the 
sociocultural theory and form the constructs around which the various questions were 
based.   
 
In relation to the graduates who were participating in accounting work, the semi-
structured interviews lasted approximately 40 to 50 minutes. Most occurred in 
December 2008 with two in February 2009 and one in April 2009.  The structure of 
these questions was very similar to the student set of questions with many questions 
revolving around the concepts that were previously discussed relating to sociocultural 
theory.  Extra questions related to the transition to work and whether the work 
placement helped in this regard. All data collected from these two cohorts conformed 
with QUT ethics guidelines. 
 
Content and thematic analysis was conducted on the interview data according to 
the four stages outlined by Boyatzis (1998) which were: sensing themes (recognizing the 
codable moment); doing it reliably (encoding the codable moment consistently); 
developing codes; and interpreting the information and themes in the context of a theory 
or conceptual framework.  To aid the thematic analysis, the computer software 
qualitative data analysis package Nvivo version 8 was used.   
 
The focus of the thematic analysis was on student and graduate experiences and 
representations of what happened at the work placement.  From this, an account of 
events in the workplace was constructed, not just in terms of the tasks that they did, but 
how they did them, the various interactions that occurred, and the general nature of what 
comprised work in an accounting office environment.  In this process, both student and 
graduate cohorts were kept completely separate and different themes did materialise for 
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 Collection of data also occurred via a self report written survey and two components of an assessment 
item called the student’s Final Report. Two important elements for this study were the students’ 
reflections on the tasks performed and the computer software used (cultural tools in sociocultural 
learning).  In terms of validity, rather than collecting this data through the interview process which would 
be time consuming and rely on student memory, each student’s Final Report, prepared by the students 
immediately after they had completed the work placement, provided the data.  However, in general, this 
paper is concentrating on the results of the interview data. 
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these cohorts. To differentiate the various cohorts in reporting the findings, a coding 
index for the interview data was used.  The student cohort was alphabetic (for example, 
Student A) and the graduate cohort was numeric (for example, Graduate 1).  
 
In summary, a qualitative case study design involving content and thematic 
analysis was used.  The resultant data provided the evidence to test the relevance and 
power of theory, to make strong claims about the program and cohorts under study, and 
to generate propositions about the overall viability of the program in relation to future 
models of accounting education. 
 
WORKPLACE LEARNING EXPERIENCE PROGRAM 
This section briefly describes the 2.5 week (100 hours), unpaid, elective (for 
credit
10
) accountancy workplace learning experience program at the Queensland 
University of Technology which began in the 2002 June/July semester break.  All 
students who enrolled in the program knew it included a work placement and because of 
pre-requisite units/subjects, the placement was generally taken by students in the final 
year of their three year degree. The university (through the School) arranged the 
placements and after an interview process, allocated the students to each employer. 
 
In terms of the learning objectives, on completion of this program, the students 
should be able to: 
• bring a sense of realism to the concepts being taught in face-to-face teaching; 
• appreciate the importance of graduate capabilities (such as problem solving, 
decision making, communication, working in teams, information and technology 
literacy) in the accounting workplace; 
• reflect critically on their practices in preparation for employment; and 
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 This program was set up on the basis that students could obtain credit for the unit/subject AYB338 
Accountancy Workplace Learning Experience. Even though all students could obtain credit, not all 
students wanted credit as some did not have any credit points left in their degree. In the Student cohort in 
this study, 23 did the program for credit and five did it on a voluntary basis. This has no effect on the data 
collected as the study is about the student’s perceptions about what happened at the work place. The 
voluntary option was rescinded in 2009 and so all students who did the program since that date obtain 
credit.  
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• appreciate the culture, values and norms that are part of being a professional 
accountant in an accounting workplace
11
.   
 
A range of strategies were implemented to try to ensure the success of the program 
at the various participating organisations.  The most important of these strategies were: 
the use of briefing sessions; and Student and Employer manuals outlining the nature of 
the program. An introductory session, at both the university and the workplace before 
the program began, was used to outline the expectations of what the program should 
achieve as discussed in the manuals.  During the work placement, a major element of the 
program was the completion of a reflective journal each day by the students (Ballantyne 
and Packer 1995; Boud et al. 1985).  After the students returned to university, the 
emphasis was once again on reflection where the students had to complete a final report 
and conduct a seminar involving an oral presentation (Ryan et al. 1996). 
 
There were three pieces of assessment - the Supervisors’ Report where the 
employer assessed the student; the Final Report based on the student’s reflections of 
what occurred and what had been learned; and the Oral Presentation which gave the 
students the opportunity not only to discuss and share their own experiences but also to 
hear what other students had experienced and learn how accounting operates in different 
organisations. All this assessment was based on criteria related to the learning objectives 
and was assessed on a Satisfactory/Unsatisfactory (S/U) basis.  Students had to obtain a 
satisfactory result for each item of assessment in order to obtain a satisfactory grade 
overall.  The great benefit of this system was that students were neither advantaged nor 
disadvantaged by the actual work placement that they attended
12
.   
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 With regards to some extra data that was collected via a survey of all 28 students in the Student cohort 
about their perceptions of the program, a 5-point Likert scale was used with 1 representing strongly 
disagree, 2 disagree, 3 neutral, 4 agree and 5 representing strongly agree.  The overall perceptions of the 
cohort to these objectives were that the program brought a sense of realism to the concepts being taught in 
face-to-face teaching (mean 4.86); the program allowed students to appreciate the importance of 
university identified “graduate capabilities” such as problem solving, decision making, communication, 
working in teams, information and technology literacy in the accounting workplace (4.54); the program 
enabled the students to reflect critically on their practices in preparation for employment (4.46) and the 
program enabled them to appreciate the culture, values and norms that are part of being a professional 
accountant in an accounting workplace (4.39). The students also thought that the program was worthwhile 
(4.82). Another part of the survey revealed the overall evaluation of this program resulted in a mean of 
4.80, where 5 indicates “very good” and 4 indicates “good.”  The results of this survey therefore suggest 
that overall, the students’ perceptions of this program were that it had value, was worthwhile and met the 
objectives. 
12
 If the normal 7-1 grading system (7 - High Distinction, 6 - Distinction, 5 - Credit, 4 - Pass, 3 - Marginal 
Pass, 2 - Fail, 1 - Low Fail) were to be used, there could be variations in terms of the views of workplace 
supervisors as to the difference between a 7 and a 6 student, or a 4 and a 5 student. The supervisors were 
not trained in education and so these fine detailed decisions were avoided. As well students could make 
errors and learn from those errors without being unduly penalised. 
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FINDINGS 
This section presents the findings of the inquiry into the experiences of the students 
and graduates involved in the program. 
Student Cohort 
This cohort comprised all 28 QUT students who went to public accounting firms 
(17), commercial firms (5), insolvency firms (2), and non-profit/government 
organisations (4). All were in their pre-professional phase of learning at university 
before embarking on a career in accounting. 
Interview data revealed that learning at the workplace was experienced by the 
students as being different from learning at university. Because of this strong perceived 
difference and in order to make a clear distinction between the two types of learning, I will 
refer to student learning at university as Zone 1 and student learning at the workplace as 
Zone 2.  The themes that have evolved from the interview data relating to what each 
individual student stated about their 2.5 week learning experience placement will now 
be examined with specific reference to these two zones.   
 
Theme 1: Work Placement Experienced by Students as a Real World Office 
Environment Activity 
The characteristic of this theme relates to students being actively involved in the 
workings of an accounting office and answering questions such as “what is the 
Accountancy profession really like?” or “what is an office really like?”  Entering Zone 2 
was very difficult for many students with 12 students indicating that they found this a 
daunting experience for the first few days.  Typical comments included “It’s quite scary 
for me” (Student A) and “Well, it was intimidating at first, because I didn’t know what to 
expect, the new people, and probably, until I knew what to do and stuff, it was a little 
daunting” (Student L).  On the other hand, 14 students said that they were comfortable 
about being the new person with comments relating to fitting straight in, enjoyed it, and 
quite fun.  The issue here is that starting work in a new work environment can be an 
exciting but daunting experience.   
 
In terms of why the program was good or added value, 27 students indicated that the 
experiences in an accounting environment were very important.  This included 
comments relating to working in an accounting office environment (8), getting experience 
(4), what a real world accounting firm was like (4), seeing the processes they use (3), and 
individual comments relating to experiencing different areas of accounting, interrelation of 
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all sections of the organisation, lots of hands-on experience, and finding out what 
accounting is about. As indicated by 18 students, the main difference between Zones 1 and 
2 was that Zone 2 emphasised actual work in a real organisation and the inherent 
experiences that go with that. Also the students did not perceive university work as 
“authentic” and “real.”  Eight students specifically commented on this. “I mean you do deal 
with problems that are attributed basically directly to real problems and what not, but it 
doesn’t feel the same. I mean you are in a classroom and just like, writing down things. It 
doesn’t feel the same when you’re out there” (Student AA).  When asked about what 
could not be learned at university, 12 students indicated the hands-on real nature of the 
work with comments relating to the practical approach; the real client; customer and client 
skills; the corporate culture; the full-time experience; how the systems work; learning about 
the work practice; the scale of the work being so large; the fact that the techniques of 
learning were through review and not assessment; and the whole work environment. 
Student Y commented: “I mean obviously you could probably give us a page of this is 
what to do yadda, yadda, but until you’re in that environment and you’re put under 
pressure and you’re surrounded by people – no you can’t learn that.”   
 
Comments by the students also indicated that it was not just the work that was reality.  
The authenticity of the elements that make up work are just as important: having to get 
up early every day and get to work on time, dressing as a professional, sitting for hours at a 
desk, mentally working all day and then having to do it all again the next day.  Especially 
sitting at a desk and mentally working for long periods.  These are integral parts of what 
beginning accountants do and are the aspects that make it real in the eyes of the students.   
 
This theme emphasises the authentic nature of actually working in an accounting 
office environment.  These elements added context to the learning which Rogoff (1990) 
considers to be very important and are consistent with Lave and Wenger’s (1991) concept 
of a community of practice. 
 
Theme 2: Work Placement Experienced by Students as a Work-Related 
Interpersonal Activity 
This theme centres around the people in the organisation and the important roles they 
play. A feature of the accounting environment that these students worked in was the 
tremendous level of collaboration and teamwork that existed in the workplace.  This 
strong sense of collaboration and teamwork was commented upon by 24 students. “Yeah 
absolutely (team work ethic)… Everyone’s got their cubicles and everyone seemed to 
stay in their cubicles. But if you actually sat back and watched, you could then see the 
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interaction amongst all the staff and the team work happening which was good” 
(Student U).   
Linked to this collaboration was the very high level of interaction between the 
students and the varying levels of workplace staff.  Of the cohort, 24 students were 
able to talk to all people in the office ranging from partners, principals, chief financial 
officers and senior executive officers; to accounting managers, seniors and accountants; 
to recent graduates and graduates studying for the professional examinations; to people 
who work in accounts receivable, accounts payable and payroll; and to people who work 
in administration. Student Z commented: “I like the level of interaction that I had 
between the very, very senior people within the firm and myself. Like there was lines of 
communication that are extremely open and if you have a problem you can go to this 
person. If this person doesn’t know then oh yeah, go here.” The above indicates the 
hierarchical nature of positions held which is typical of accounting offices.   Although 
the students were at the bottom of the hierarchy, they were expected to be able to fit into 
a team environment and be able to communicate with the people around them and this 
was generally the case.   
 
The interactions with these professional accounting people varied considerably.  
The main interaction centred around tasks: helping with tasks and answering 
questions (19 students), explaining things (7), giving tasks (6), helping with a worker’s 
particular task (5), observing them doing tasks (3), and work related matters (3). Student 
V said you had to “learn how to interact with other people that you don’t know and ask 
questions to the professional people.  Like the managers, I am really scared to speak to 
in the beginning but towards the end I thought those people are the ones that can really 
teach you something.” However there were other areas of interaction, particularly about 
career advice and experiences (10) including what it was like to work in the profession, 
what the transition was like from university to work, what brought them to be in this job at 
this time, how they coped with doing full-time work and studying for their professional 
exams, and where they had worked before.  This leads to another aspect of interaction 
which was in the nature of stories.  Eight students spoke of stories about people’s 
experiences and what they have done in their careers.  Another eight students told about 
stories relating to content topics.  These stories helped not only with the present problems 
the students were asked to solve but gave advice on how to solve possible problems in the 
future. 
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The role of people in the workplace and the resultant interaction and feedback was 
identified by 10 students as a major form of difference from learning at university in 
Zone 1. Their comments related to such things as a more personal relationship; more 
emphasis on people; a one-on-one interaction; more support; learning involves immediate 
interaction with two-way communication; more guidance on how to do things; and the team 
work was better than university. “I think learning in the uni’s like, the lecturer gives you 
something, and you just receive, just one way. But in the workplace … it’s quite 
interactive” (Student C). This interaction with people was also a major element put 
forward by 21 students as a reason why the program was good.  
 
Interaction is therefore a key element of a work placement in accounting. The 
students generally experienced a high level of collaboration and interaction, with the 
interaction mainly relating to tasks and career advice. This illustrates guided participation 
(Rogoff 1990) and legitimate peripheral participation as a way of learning (Lave and 
Wenger 1991).  
 
Theme 3: Work Placement Experienced by Students as a Task Oriented Activity 
 
The students who undertook the work placements had an expectation that they would 
be doing worthwhile accounting-related tasks that aided in their learning. There were over 
65 different categories of accounting related tasks that the students experienced during the 
program and this indicates the work that they performed at the workplace was very much 
task and problem oriented. 
 
In dealing with a new task given to them by their employer, 27 students stated that 
the general procedure adopted was that the employer would explain the task or the students 
would see an example of what was to be done. The student would then try to complete the 
task and if there was a problem, they would ask somebody for help. This asking of 
questions was a crucial element in the performance of the tasks. A typical response was 
“So while they’re giving it to you, you absorb, you take it all in, you hear what they say 
and look at the stuff. Even though what they’ve said seemed to make sense when they 
were saying it, when you actually look at the report you think huh? So you go back, ask 
questions. Ask lots of questions” (Student U). To stress how important the asking of 
questions was to the student’s learning, there were 127 references in all the interviews to 
the asking of questions, with an average of 4.54 references per student on this issue.  This 
was by far the most discussed issue that emerged from the interviews.   
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In terms of the type of tasks given to the students by the employers, there was no 
particular set of required tasks to be performed. What students did depended upon what was 
happening in the organisation at that particular time. This illustrates the “learning 
curriculum” put forward by Lave and Wenger (1991). However all university 
communications with students and employers emphasised that students must feel that they 
were doing worthwhile accounting-related work. Of course, there is a happy medium 
between doing challenging, meaningful work and being overwhelmed on the one hand or 
underwhelmed on the other. Although the vast majority of students were happy with the 
tasks they were given, there were a few small problems.  These related mainly to the 
amount of administration work such as filing, mailing and photocopying that some students 
were expected to do.  If any problems occurred, students were advised to talk to the 
employer and this usually solved the problem. The general issue this raised was the 
importance of setting appropriate tasks within the zone of proximal development (ZPD) as 
outlined by Vygotsky (1978), and ensuring the students were involved in legitimate 
peripheral participation (Lave and Wenger 1991).   
 
A final issue relating to the performance of tasks was comments by four students on the 
different ways in which content knowledge was used in the workplace. “I think that’s the 
difference … I guess with uni, with your subjects, you know that the answers are always 
going to be in the scope of what you’ve done in the last six lectures or whatever. But with 
work, you’re kind of having to pick out things from different areas and kind of meshing 
stuff together and figuring out what you have to do.” (Student G).  The work that the 
students were required to do was very broad and the tasks rarely involved just one area of 
knowledge. The students had to pull together various areas of content knowledge to do 
the task.  As well, they had to find and filter the information and choose the relevant parts. 
This demonstrates Rogoff’s (1990) contextual nature of problem solving. 
 
Theme 4: Work Placement Experienced by Students as a Relating Theory to 
Practice Activity 
This theme revolves around the concept that theory is taught at university and 
students go to work placements to see the application of that theory in practice.  Five 
students saw university learning as the basis for what happens in practice. “What I’ve 
learnt is the basics and obviously you learn a lot more in practice. I definitely noted 
that” (Student F). Specifically identifying the work placement as a place where you apply 
your knowledge and put theory into practice was noted by 10 students.  Another aspect of 
this theme was bringing relevance to what was studied in Zone 1.  Students gained a 
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better perspective on what they had learned and also pulled together concepts studied at 
university. This was commented upon by 15 students with some very strong references to 
the work placement making university work more relevant. The students used comments 
like “they actually talk about those as accountants”, “you actually do use them” and 
“sort of put it into place for me.”  These students have the perception that they are not 
sure why they have learned particular content at university and there was a doubt at the 
time of learning that it was ever going to be useful. The work placement offers the 
opportunity for students to actually see the relevance of their university learning by 
relating their university learning to the authentic task being done. This is in line with 
Lave and Wenger’s (1991) situated learning in a community of practice. This theme will 
be discussed further in relation to the graduates.  
 
Theme 5: Work Placement Experienced by Students as a Time Management and 
Accountability Activity  
In the accounting workplace there is generally a sense of urgency about the work to 
be done.  Students felt this sense of urgency and the added pressure of time management in 
Zone 2.  Tasks had to be done in a certain time frame and this was an issue for 10 students. 
As stated by Student E, at university time is very flexible.  Outside of fixed teaching times 
for classes, students make their own decision as to when things get done.  However, this 
was very different at work. 
 
Another issue was the checking and reviewing of work by the employers to ensure 
accuracy.  Eight students spoke about this.  Linked to this checking by employers was a 
sense of accountability by five students to ensuring that the work they were doing was 
correct.  This was seen to be very different from losing marks if an error was made as 
would occur in Zone 1. “University … it’s just examples, it’s fictional.  There’s nothing 
going to happen from whatever mistakes you make or decisions you do other than it just 
affects your university mark … When I was out there, I was able to see that there’s more 
emphasis on people and people make sure nothing goes wrong … Compared to uni 
where, okay, I’ve spent 10 hours researching this, I think it’s right, but yeah, that will 
do, I’ll hand it in” (Student K).  Finally, five students mentioned that the time frames and 
being put under pressure and accountable to clients was something that cannot be learned at 
university.  This theme revolves around the elements of time and accuracy as key 
ingredients in an accounting office and provides a textured example of legitimate peripheral 
participation in an accounting community of practice (Lave and Wenger 1991).   
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Theme 6: Work Placement Experienced by Students as a Learning Activity 
In any learning activity, there are many facets involved.  The previous five themes 
have outlined various elements relating to what it was like for a student to learn in Zone 
2.  One important difference about learning in Zone 2 was that they were actually 
working in a real organisation and so the students were experiencing not just examples 
and typical cases that they would experience at university in Zone 1 but real problems 
faced by the organisations they were working for.  The tasks were not wrapped up nicely 
in a small discipline area with all the information available.  Problem solving across 
different topics and finding the appropriate information to solve the problem was a key 
element of this learning.  It is this “real” nature of work and the fact they were working 
in an accounting office environment that makes it so different from Zone 1.  
 
It was mentioned previously that a major form of difference to learning at 
university in Zone 1 was the role of people and the resultant interaction and feedback 
that occurred.  From the previous themes, the learning activity in Zone 2 is characterised 
by real tasks and problems, a sense of urgency to get things done, constant checking and 
reviewing to ensure the highest degree of accuracy, being accountable to clients and the 
employer, with a direct mentor/mentee relationship involving two-way interaction and 
immediate feedback on work performed.  This contrasts substantially with the 
characteristics of Zone 1 where examples and tasks are not always perceived by students as 
authentic; lengthy time frames for assignments and exams; loss of marks the only real 
consequence for lack of knowledge and errors, with 50% correct considered a pass and 
therefore acceptable; a large proportion of one-way, one-to-many communication with 
academic staff; and feedback not always given and/or not in a timely manner.  Learning in 
Zone 2 had a sense of immediacy about it compared with learning in Zone 1 which had a 
sense of distance.  These elements provide evidence why nine students strongly agree and 
18 students agree that learning in Zone 2 is different from learning in Zone 1. These 
elements also provide examples of the sociocultural learning theory through the ZPD and 
social interactions (Vygotsky 1978), legitimate peripheral participation with newcomers, 
masters and old-timers resulting in situated learning (Lave and Wenger 1991) and 
contextual problem solving (Rogoff 1990).   
 
Theme 7: Work Placement Experienced by Students as an Information Technology 
(IT) Application Activity 
The use of Information Technology (IT) in accounting offices is so widespread that it 
has become the norm. An essential characteristic of Zone 2 was the use of various IT 
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applications that were used in the organisations to ensure accuracy and efficiency in their 
operations. Computers and relevant industry applicable software was therefore a major 
tool.  There were over 35 different brands of software used by the students. Much of this 
software was very different to MYOB
13
 and Microsoft Excel used by these students at 
university.  All 28 students mentioned the use of software in the day-to-day workings of the 
organisation and the fact they also had to learn and have a basic working knowledge of 
whatever systems were being used, many of which were new to them.  
  
Although a variety of computer software was encountered in the workplace, the 
piece of software that was mentioned the most was Excel with 23 students commenting 
about Excel and how important it was. Student W said “(We used) Excel a lot.  
Invaluable that. It’s absolutely something key that students need to be able to use if 
they’re going to be an accountant.” These students have now experienced why Excel is 
such an essential part of an accountant’s toolkit. 
 
Another tool was the use of templates which are predefined structures that are 
opened on the computer and the relevant data entered for a particular situation.  These 
templates were in the form of Excel models where the data for a particular client was 
entered; or were standardised letters that were sent out with the various paragraphs 
amended to suit the particular circumstances.  They were used to bring efficiencies in 
performance, to standardise procedures, with the basis for the calculations and decisions 
made being readily available in this standardised format often referred to as a “working 
paper.”  The use of templates in their workplace was mentioned by 10 students, with 
seven referring to Excel templates and three referring to letter templates. 
Tool use is a vital element of learning for Vygotsky (1978). This is also consistent 
with Rogoff (1990) who would consider this software to be cultural tools, and Lave and 
Wenger (1991) who use the term artifacts for the use of technology. The evidence here 
shows that learning the applicable software and the various templates that are used are 
essential when beginning work in Accountancy.   
Theme 8: Work Placement Experienced by Students as a Procedural Activity 
Although software is often used to bring about consistency of approach to the 
effective performance of tasks, procedures and checklists are also used to ensure this 
occurs.  Procedures and checklists can be used in almost any part of the organisation 
with 11 students mentioning their use.  For example, Student M highlighted the use of 
                                                          
13
 Mind Your Own Business (MYOB) is small business accounting software used in Australia. 
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checklists to ensure that the work was done accurately and as an overview to show how 
each person’s work fits into the entire job to be done.  A number of individual students 
mentioned other techniques that were used in their workplace.  Although these were not 
mentioned by more than one student, they are common practices that occur in 
accounting environments.  These include the use of suspense accounts (Student J); the 
use of reference tables (Student P) for such things as tax brackets and rates of tax; the 
use of codes for filing (Student Q) so everybody could find things as they understood the 
structure of the coding system; and the use of query lists by staff (Student Q). 
 
Just as IT applications would be viewed by Vygotsky (1978) as tools, these 
procedures and checklist are also tools in Vygotskian terms. Rogoff (1990) would consider 
these elements cultural tools, and Lave and Wenger (1991) regard associated technology 
elements such as procedures and checklists as an artifact. 
 
Theme 9: Work Placement Experienced by Students as a Specific Language 
Application Activity 
This theme revolves around whether the language learned at university can be 
used and understood by the students in a real world environment. For Vygotsky (1978), 
language was a vital tool for learning.  The language used within Zone 2 for the period 
of the work placement did not appear to be a problem with 11 students saying it was not 
an issue.  A further six students also said it was not an issue, commenting it was the 
same as university. “One of the other shocks but a good shock. Because I hadn't 
expected that people would actually use the language outside of textbooks and things. 
And then to hear it used” (Student M). 
 
Another nine students said that the language was not an issue but there was a 
specialised language in their particular organisation. This was particularly the case 
in the legal and insolvency firms some students attended.  The evidence suggests 
that students were comfortable using the language in the workplace that they learned 
at university. 
 
In summary, from an analysis of the students’ experiences of the work placement, the 
previously discussed themes became evident.  The strongest themes were a real world 
office environment activity; a work-related interpersonal activity; a task oriented 
activity; a learning activity; an information technology (IT) activity; and a specific 
language application activity.  Further, the interview data revealed that 18 students strongly 
agreed the program was good or added value, five agreed, and five agreed with reservation 
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(the firms were sometimes too busy to always offer the help they wanted or it was a quiet 
period, especially for some public accounting firms, and so the students were not busy 
enough).  Comments included “It was really an invaluable experience to be gained over 
the winter vacation” (Student H) and “I found it really, really valuable and helpful.  It 
gave me a lot of experience and insight into how businesses work” (Student K).  This is 
strong evidence that the program was effective and worthwhile. 
Graduate Cohort 
This cohort of 15 attended similar work places to the student cohort. They 
represent the views of those graduates who are in the accounting profession and can 
provide a reflective insight into how useful the work experience program was and 
whether it helped in the early part of their career as an accounting professional. Their 
interview data again revealed that learning in the workplace was different from learning in 
the university.   For the graduate cohort, the findings in relation to the student themes 
were very similar.  However, there were two additional findings. 
 
The first was that the graduates placed much greater emphasis on how the theory 
learned at university is applied in practice.  This theme of relating theory to practice 
was very significant to the graduates with 12 of the 15 commenting on this aspect of 
their work placement experience. “We don’t do a lot of practical application in uni but 
when you go out there, it’s all practical, everything you do.  The theoretical concepts 
are not really discussed. It’s more just learning on the job, which is easier to pick up 
that way” (Graduate 14). There were also comments about bringing relevance to their 
university learning in that the content they learned at university was actually used in 
their workplace. “It was interesting because what I learnt at uni could actually be 
applied in the workplace. So I liked that and it was good to see how that goes because 
when you are at uni, you are like, is this going to help me at all. But then when you go 
and do your work experience it is like “Wow yeah, it would” (Graduate 13). 
 
The second finding related to the future in a number of ways. The graduates 
wanted reassurance that they were doing the right thing, especially in relation to 
what area of accounting they should work in. This was a major theme discussed by 14 of 
the 15 graduates. Some comments related to individual decisions. “So doing that two 
and half weeks ... just made you like -  I really like this kind of stuff, I understand this 
kind of stuff.  It’s not like oh no, I have to do this for the rest of my life kind of thing.  It’s 
like I don’t mind doing it at all; I’d love to do it for the rest of my life” (Graduate 3). 
Other graduates indicated that the area of accounting they did in their work placement 
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was not what they wanted to do in the rest of their career. “It helped because I hated it 
… It helped me make a career decision on which direction I wanted to head which was 
very valuable … If I got offered the job at [name of firm],  I would have taken it just 
because it’s the big four.  But because I knew what it was like to work in tax, I didn’t 
take that job” (Graduate 5). 
 
The graduates also believed that the work experience program helped them in 
their transition from university to work with 13 graduates commenting on this. Some 
reasons given included getting ready for the work hours and working 5 days a week; 
communicating with people and asking questions and knowing where to look; knowing 
what to expect so it’s not as much of a culture shock; bit of a taste of what an accountant 
does; having to report to people all the time; and having responsibilities designated to 
you.  A typical comment was: “In my first two months of starting my full-time work as a 
grad, I kept thinking every now and again I’m so glad I did that work experience thing 
because I know how to handle this.  I didn’t waste my first week actually on my audit site 
wondering if I could ask questions or not” (Graduate 3). 
 
Finally, in terms of whether or not every accounting student should do a work 
placement, five strongly agreed and nine agreed that it should be compulsory. A typical 
comment was “Definitely. Definitely … Every accounting student has to do work 
experience, because what you study at uni is different to the real world, and work 
experience is the best way to learn it.  I think work experience students starting just 
before your last semester is something that is perfect.  What we did is perfect” (Graduate 
4).  Because this group has the benefit of having done the work placement as students 
and have worked full-time in accounting since graduation, they therefore have a better 
perspective about whether or not the work placement is best done prior to graduation and 
why.  All 15 graduates said it should be done prior to graduation.  The graduates offered 
three main reasons for this - to find out if accounting is really what students want to do 
as a career; to find out if this was the right area of accounting the students want to do; 
and it can help when you come back to university by choosing subjects to improve your 
weaknesses, help in seeing the practical side of the subject being studied, or if 
accounting was not what they want to do, choose other subjects. This contrasts with the 
student cohort which was not as adamant about making a work placement compulsory. 
Although the students could see the great benefits of the program and believed that it 
should therefore be highly recommended and encouraged, they felt there were 
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circumstances such as prior accounting work experience, time constraints, people 
working full-time and it being unpaid that could prevent it from being compulsory.   
 
ANALYSIS 
The themes that emerged from the interview data were outlined in the previous 
section. However, the crucial question relates to the learning outcomes resulting from the 
program.  For the vast majority of students and graduates in both cohorts, the program 
was worthwhile and had value.  An important aspect of this was that the learning which 
occurred in the workplace was different from the learning that occurred at university.  
Therefore, what was it that made the learning different and did this confirm or conflict 
with sociocultural theory? Table 1 sets out the links between the theme findings and the 
applicable sociocultural learning theory. 
 
TABLE 1 IN HERE 
 
Table 1 sets out three overarching sociocultural concepts – the role of situated 
people in learning, learning in context, and tools.  For each of these three concepts, the 
relationships between the themes from the study and the applicable sociocultural 
learning theory are also shown.  The first section outlines a major element of learning 
was the very important role that people situated in the work placement organisations 
played and this is a key learning outcome.   The students and graduates indicated that 
most of these interactions were task orientated with the asking of questions being very 
prevalent resulting in very strong two-way interaction. “At the workplace … you just ask 
someone and if that person doesn’t know it, you’ll ask someone else again.  Until we get 
an answer, we will just keep asking people and yeah, that’s sort of a different learning 
experience” (Student A).  
 
However, this learning was not just about tasks. There was also advice about 
careers and professional experiences indicating that students were interested in the wider 
view of what it was like to be in this profession and how the various people they spoke 
to came to be where they were at that time.  These interactions occurred across the 
whole organisation. The masters were the partners, principals, chief financial officers, 
senior executive officers, and accounting managers.  The more advanced apprentices 
were the seniors, accountants, graduates studying for their professional exams and recent 
graduates.  Although a hierarchical structure in these accounting offices generally 
existed, nearly all of the students and graduates were able to interact and form working 
relationships with these masters and advanced apprentices. 
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 The second major concept was learning in context. The very strong themes in the 
data relating to the real office environment and the task orientated activities emphasised 
the very nature of newcomers being part of a community of practice and the resultant 
learning that takes place. This was summed up by Student AB: “Because uni doesn’t 
seem real. This could just be me … It doesn’t seem real because it’s all examples. But 
when you’re doing it, it’s an actual client, it’s a real person, it’s their real business, 
their real income, that kind of thing.” These authentic elements add context to the 
learning which Rogoff (1990) considers to be so important and is vital to Lave and 
Wenger’s (1991) concept of a community of practice. 
 
Finally, Table 1 reveals that the use of tools through the learning of applicable 
software (with much of it being new) and the use of templates, procedures, and 
applicable language were very important aspects of the students’ experiences and a 
major learning outcome. This indicates that the community of practice was relatively 
open, giving the students not only full access to these tools, but in doing so, gave them 
access to a major element of the community of practice as well. 
 
CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS 
The program was perceived to be effective with the vast majority of students and 
graduates agreeing that the program was worthwhile and had value.  This was mainly due 
to the perceived differences in the way learning occurred in the workplace compared to 
what happened at university. 
 
These conclusions support the sociocultural models of learning and in particular, 
Lave and Wenger’s (1991) situated learning model.  Lave and Wenger’s view of learning 
through legitimate peripheral participation in a community of practice provides strong 
evidence for what the students found in their work placement.  As newcomers, the work 
that they did was legitimate, real and authentic giving a sense of belonging to something 
that was seen to be worthwhile; they were on the periphery being able to feel what it was 
like and to be engaged in the environment of an accounting office with appropriate 
pressures relating to deadlines, accuracy and accountability without having too much 
responsibility; and they were able to participate in an atmosphere of collaboration and 
teamwork with differing levels of people around them from old-timers to advanced 
apprentices to near-peers offering support, advice and feedback on what they were required 
to do.  They were also given access to this community of practice through the tools that 
were used in the varying offices and engage with staff using appropriate accounting 
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language.  Newcomers therefore learned and participated at the periphery for a 2.5 week 
placement as they took their first steps towards engaging in the practice of accounting.   
 
The evidence from this case study indicates that for more effective learning to take 
place, it is necessary in accounting professional education that some learning be situated 
and therefore some form of work experience is an essential element of a professional 
accounting graduate’s education. Lave and Wenger’s (1991) theory has therefore been 
successfully applied to a new field, specifically to accounting professional education and 
student induction into the accounting profession prior to graduation.  The evidence about 
the effectiveness of the 100 hour program was particularly important for the graduates 
who had undertaken the program. They strongly indicated that it helped in making 
decisions about future career paths, helped in the transition from university to work and 
that a work placement prior to graduation should be compulsory.  
 
The success of the program also showed that the length was not an issue.  Perhaps 
this can best be summed up by an employer
14
 involved in the program who likened the 
short placement to watching a new movie. “It’s like going into a movie. In the first 10 
minutes of that movie you’ve got a pretty good idea of what’s going to happen.  You’ve 
got an idea who the characters are, what the plot development’s going to be and all that 
sort of stuff.  The same thing as getting two weeks work experience - it gives you mental 
context.” Students may not know everything about the accounting profession after a 
short placement.  However, they have the mental context of what it is like and whether 
they think that accounting is a career for them.   
 
Because one of the major conclusions reached from this study is that some form of 
learning be situated, this has implications for the accounting profession. As 
demonstrated in this study, the two zones are equally important but promote different 
types of learning.  However, they can be complementary.  Given sociocultural 
educational theory espouses the importance of such aspects as context, legitimate 
peripheral participation and tools, it seems imperative that at least some time in the 
degree be allocated to situated learning in Zone 2.  Zone 1 cannot offer the real world 
tasks, but more importantly, Zone 1 cannot offer the experience that the students obtain 
by interacting with people in a real environment and the work relationships that result.  
 
                                                          
14 
Employers were another group involved in the study but the findings for this group are beyond the scope 
of this paper. 
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This research adds to a small body of empirical accounting education literature 
relating to the benefits of work placements prior to graduation. The effectiveness of this 
short, for credit, unpaid work placement program which was developed, managed and 
assessed by the university to ensure the attainment of appropriate learning objectives 
should encourage other universities to implement a similar program as a form of pre-
graduation learning in accounting. This research therefore provides the empirical base to 
support the views expressed by Wilkerson (2010) regarding accounting educators and 
the university playing a large role in the development and oversight of these programs. It 
also aids in reducing the concerns expressed by Wilson (2011) by decreasing the gap 
between theory and practice in the dual professional accounting qualification system. As 
well, prior empirical research on the length of work placement programs of a year 
(Gracia 2010; Paisey and Paisey 2010) and eight weeks (Beck and Halim 2008) infer 
that for programs to be effective, they have to be long. This research has shown that a 
short program can be effective if based on situated learning theory.   
 
In terms of limitations, although this study has provided valuable insights into the 
benefits of a work placement for Accountancy students, it does have two limitations.  
The research was conducted on a small cohort of students and graduates as a single case 
study. As a result, although this is acceptable for theory testing (in this case, the power 
and relevance of sociocultural theory), the results are not generalisable. Secondly, all the 
students voluntarily agreed to be part of the unpaid program (similar to any other 
elective unit they could choose) after being competitively chosen to participate.  These 
students were therefore very motivated.   
 
Finally future research could occur in four areas.  Firstly, any further research that 
concentrates on student learning in accountancy work placements would add to the 
dearth of studies in this important area of learning. A particular emphasis could be on 
how learning occurs and not on what is learned at work placements. Secondly, future 
research could revolve around the first few months of work for accounting graduates.  
How do graduates transition into accounting work, what problems do they face and do 
work placements help in this regard?  Thirdly, further research could be done on the 
university sector to see the extent of existing programs and if there are obstacles to 
placement development. The final area relates to the crucial aspect of accounting-related 
employers.  Without employers, an accountancy work placement program cannot 
operate.  Future research could be conducted to see what impediments employers see to 
their involvement and how these can be resolved.   
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TABLE 1 
Links Between Theme Findings and Sociocultural Learning Theory 
A. Role of Situated (Work Placement) People in Learning 
Themes 
 
2. Work-related interpersonal activity theme 
 Sense of teamwork and collaboration, with 
interactions and working relationships 
across all levels of the organisation.   
 
3. Task orientated activity theme 
 Asking questions was the major element of 
learning and this resulted in two-way 
interactions and immediate feedback.   
These questions were about the tasks and 
how to do the tasks.   
 
 
5. Time management and accountability 
activity theme 
 A sense of urgency to perform tasks as 
accurately as possible. Constant checking 
and reviewing with staff. 
 
Graduates - Future career path theme 
 The graduates had very strong views on this 
and saw the involvement in the work 
placement and related discussions as being 
very important to decisions that they make 
about their career.  They wanted reassurance 
that this was really what they wanted to do. 
  
Applicable Sociocultural Learning Theory 
 
Guided participation (Rogoff 1990).  
 
Situated learning in a community of practice - 
newcomers to be involved in legitimate 
peripheral participation (Lave and Wenger 
1991):  
 Sense of “participation as a way of 
learning – of both absorbing and being 
absorbed in – the ‘culture of practice’” 
(Lave and Wenger, 95)  
 
 What it was like to be in the accounting 
profession – “what everyday life is like” 
(Lave and Wenger,  95) 
 
 Interactions and relations with people -  
“who is involved; what they do; …  how 
masters talk, walk, work, and generally 
conduct their lives; … what other learners 
are doing; and what learners need to learn 
to become full practitioners” (Lave and 
Wenger,  95) 
 
 The checking and reviewing of tasks - “As 
opportunities for understanding how well 
or poorly one’s efforts contribute are 
evident in practice, legitimate participation 
of a peripheral kind provides an immediate 
ground for self-evaluation” (Lave and 
Wenger, 111). 
 
 
Appropriate access to the community of 
practice and a sense of identity (Lave and 
Wenger 1991) 
 Being actively involved and not simply 
looking on 
 
Zone of proximal development (Vygotsky 
1978) – tasks set in advance of the 
developmental level.  With guidance, the tasks 
are performed accurately. 
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B. Learning in Context  
Themes 
1. Real office environment activity theme 
 All 15 graduates and 27 of the 28 students 
said the experience gained in the office 
environment was one of the reasons why 
the program had value.  
 
4. Relating theory to practice activity theme 
 Bringing relevance to university learning. 
 
3. Task orientated activity theme 
 Students were not sent to the workplace with 
a particular set of required accounting tasks to 
be performed. What the students did 
depended upon what was happening in the 
organisation at that particular time.   
 
6. Learning activity theme 
 Authentic, sense of immediacy. 
 
Applicable Sociocultural Learning Theory 
Context, problem solving approach (Rogoff 
1990) – tasks authentic and legitimate. 
 
Situated learning, community of practice 
(Lave and Wenger 1991) – learning that is 
situated within a community of practice (the 
accounting office). 
 
Zone of proximal development (Vygotsky 
1978) – tasks set in advance of the 
developmental level.   
  “A newcomer’s tasks are short and simple, 
the costs of errors are small, the apprentice 
has little responsibility for the activity as a 
whole” (Lave and Wenger, 110). 
 
Learning curriculum (Lave and Wenger 1991):  
 This is not a teaching curriculum which 
outlines what is to be taught.  A learning 
curriculum focuses on the tasks performed in 
the community of practice at any given time 
 
 Each student’s experiences are different - an 
example of what Lave and Wenger (1991, 92-
3) discuss in terms of “the practice of the 
community creates the potential 
‘curriculum’.” 
 
 
C. Tools 
 
Themes 
7. Information technology (IT) application 
activity theme 
 All 28 students and 15 graduates 
mentioned having to use the software 
applicable to their particular work 
placement and much of it was new to 
them. Excel was particularly important and 
templates were also used. 
8. Procedural activity theme 
 Procedures and checklists used. 
 
9. Specific language activity theme 
 The students and graduates were comfortable 
in the workplace using the accounting 
language they learned at university.  The only 
exception to this was where language specific 
to legal and insolvency firms was used. 
 
Applicable Sociocultural Learning Theory 
To perform the tasks that are part of the 
learning curriculum in the community of 
practice, the use of tools is a vital element:   
 Cultural tools are important with the tools 
and technology very much tied into culture 
(Rogoff 1990) 
 
 Artifacts is the term for “the technology of 
practice” and “participation involving 
technology is especially significant” (Lave 
and Wenger 1991, 101) 
 
 Tools relating to practical activity 
(Vygotsky 1978).  
An equally important tool in the learning process 
is the use of language:  
 Speech combined with practical activity (see 
B above) is vital to learning (Vygotsky 1978) 
  
 According to Lave and Wenger (1991, 109), 
“for newcomers … the purpose is not to learn 
from talk as a substitute for legitimate 
peripheral participation; it is to learn to talk as 
a key to legitimate peripheral participation.”   
 
The objective is to be a fully participating 
member of a community of practice and be 
able to talk the language.  Language is 
therefore a key tool of sociocultural learning. 
 
 
